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American Jews and Crime: 
An Annotated Bibliography 


Robert Rockaway 


Throughout American history, criminal activity often provided the 
means by which the poor, the uneducated, and the outsider could 
achieve material success and power. Prior to World War II, some 
Jews, like members of other immigrant and ethnic groups before 
and after them, used crime as a ladder to rapid social ascent and 
influence.! The Jewish community was aware of the problem, but 
because of concern about what their Gentile neighbors would say 
and because of fears of anti-Semitism, the Jewish leadership 
downplayed the subject and discouraged any public discussion of 
it? Instead, the low percentage of Jews in prisons was offered as 
evidence of negligible Jewish criminality.? But this presented a dis- 
torted picture of Jewish crime, because clever criminals rarely get 
caught. Only in 1951, with the sensational televised hearings of the 
U.S. Senate’s investigation of organized crime (the Kefauver Com- 
mittee), did the larger American and Jewish public become aware of 
the extent of Jewish involvement in criminal enterprises.* Never- 
theless, the hearings failed to generate any serious historical research 
on Jewish criminality. 

Writing in 1974, David Singer deplored the existing state of af- 
fairs. He accused the American Jewish establishment -- the defense 
agencies, the scholars, and the historical societies — of “censoring 
the American Jewish past to eliminate any mention of Jewish crime.” 
Fearful of an anti-Semitic reaction and desiring to project a “nice 
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Jewish boy image of the Jew,” they “turned a blind eye to a fascinat- 
ing and important facet of the history of American Jewry.” Unfortu- 
nately, he added, “the practice of Jewish self-censorship continues 
unabated today.” The subject is part of American Jewish history, in- 
sisted Singer, “and, as such, deserves scholarly attention.” The con- 
tinuing refusal of the Jewish establishment to examine dispassion- 
ately the record of American Jewish crime, declared Singer, “reveals 
a fundamental lack of security and self respect.”° 

As if to substantiate Singer’s assertions, a bibliographic essay in 
the August 1974 issue of The History Teacher cited Moses Rischin’s 
The Promised City as providing “the most scholarly treatment” to 
date of Jewish involvement in crime.° This despite the fact that 
Rischin wrote the book in 1962, devoted only three pages to Jewish 
criminals, and failed even to mention such denizens of New York’s 
Jewish underworld as Dopey Benny Fine, Gyp the Blood, Big Jack 
Zelig, and Monk Eastman.’ The situation has changed since these 
articles appeared, and the last two decades have witnessed an in- 
crease in the literature on Jews and crime. A number of factors ac- 
count for this. Anti-Semitism in the United States declined; most — 
American Jews are third-or fourth-generation Americans who feel 
more confident about their status and position in the general soci- 
ety; and many more Jews pursue academic careers as historians and 
sociologists of American Jewry. In addition, the State of Israel has 
provided an image of the Jews as a “normal” people, with all the 
flaws and failings of other nations and groups, including crime. The 
changed atmosphere has resulted in a spate of doctoral disserta- 
tions and monographs treating Jewish criminality. The problem is 
no longer one of quantity but of quality: how to differentiate be- 
tween works based on fact and those that are mostly fiction. 

This predicament vexes every serious student of crime because 
so many works — whether recounted by criminal, lawman, or jour- 
nalist — are filled with inaccuracies, misstatements and white- 
washes.’ This article surveys the literature that has appeared over 
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the last twenty-five years dealing with Jews in illegal activities, es- 
pecially the Jewish role in organized crime. 


BIOGRAPHIES AND MEMOIRS 

Biographies comprise the largest category of books dealing with 
Jewish criminality. Journalists or crime writers, who are primarily 
interested in telling a good story, write most of these biographies. 
Thus, they often uncritically report what they hear and tend to ro- 
manticize or sensationalize their subjects. Often, they also mix solid 
evidence with speculative dramatization and invented dialogue. 
Consequently, the historical reliability of these narratives is dubi- 
ous.” 

Meyer Lansky is undoubtedly American Jewry’s most famous 
organized crime figure and has received a great deal of biographical 
attention. Hank Messick wrote the first full-length study of Meyer 
Lansky. Titled simply Lansky, it details Lansky’s bootlegging opera- 
tions during Prohibition, his decades-long alliance with Lucky 
Luciano, and his gambling ventures in Florida, Las Vegas, and 
Cuba.” According to Messick, Lansky became this century’s master 
manipulator of organized crime, the “Chairman of the Board” of 
the “National Crime Syndicate.” Lansky features dramatic dialogue 
that purports to be the actual words used by Lansky, Bugsy Siegel, 
and Lucky Luciano. Messick supposedly reconstructed these dia- 
logues from tape recordings, firsthand witnesses, or the memories 
of people who heard it from witnesses. Although Messick was a 
superb investigative reporter with excellent contacts, his Lansky 
study contains no footnotes or list of sources to verify his claims. 
Readers are thus left to take what he says on faith. 

A number of Messick’s assertions about Lansky have been criti- 
cized in Robert Lacey’s, Little Man: Meyer Lansky and the Gangster 
Life." For instance, Messick wrote that Lansky amassed a fortune 
of $300 million.” Try as he might, Lacey could not find anyone who 
admitted to being the source of this information, nor could he locate 
anyone who knew where it came from. When Lacey asked Messick 
about it, he replied that “it was not my figure. It came from an ex- 
pert who was supposed to know what he was talking about.”® Lacey 
concludes, convincingly, that this sum has little basis in fact. Once 
Messick published it, however, this figure became part of the Lansky 
legend and was repeated again and again. Forbes magazine even 
quoted it, ranking Lansky among America’s richest men. When 
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Lansky died, however, his estate totaled less than $300,000, a fairly 
modest bequest for the man reputed to be the financial wizard of 
the Mafia.“ 

Lacey’s biography of Lansky is grounded on research in FBI files 
and numerous interviews with Lansky acquaintances, law enforce- 
ment officials, and crime reporters. Lacey also got close to and inter- 
viewed members of Lansky’s family, especially his son Buddy. As a 
result, we learn more about Lansky’s personal life than about the 
nature and extent of his criminal activities. Nonetheless, the Lacey 
volume is the first serious, well-researched biography of an Ameri- 
can Jewish gangster and the best biography ever written about Meyer 
Lansky. 

One other biography of Lansky, Dennis Eisenberg’s, Uri Dan’s, 
and Eli Landau’s Meyer Lansky: Mogul of the Mob, is based on Is- 
raeli journalist Dan’s extensive conversations with Lansky. The 
jacket of the book proclaims that the narrative is based on “six thou- 
sand pages of crucial documentary evidence drawn from official 
and unofficial sources in Washington, Havana and Jerusalem and 
eight years of interviews with gangsters, law enforcement agents 
and businessmen from New York to Geneva.” Yet the book offers no 
documentation or list of sources. Because of the lack of documenta- 
tion, statements attributed to Lansky and others must be used with 
care. For one, Lansky did not know that Dan intended to write a 
book about him. After the book appeared, Lansky was asked what 
he thought about it. He replied, that “some people will do anything 
for money.”"® 

Lansky’s boyhood pal and partner, Benjamin “Bugsy” Siegel, has 
attracted a great deal of biographical attention because he epitomized 
Hollywood’s image of the gangster: handsome, hotheaded, ambi- 
tious, and ruthless—the poor boy who rises to become a crime king- 
pin and then dies violently while still a young man.” Dean Jennings’s 
biography, We Only Kill Each Other: The Life and Bad Times of Bugsy 
Siegel, tells the story of Siegel’s ascent and fall. At the outset, Jennings 
disclaims any attempt to write about the Mafia, the Costa Nostra or 
the Syndicate. The book, says Jennings, is “about two people who 
were a sort of branch King and Queen in the western outpost of the 
crime domain — Bugsy Siegel, the man who invented Las Vegas, 
and his girl (and secret wife), the remarkable Virginia Hill.”!8 Most 
of the book is devoted to Siegel’s life and activities after he met Vir- 
ginia Hill, especially his building of the Flamingo Hotel in Las Ve- 
gas. Jennings’s account relies heavily on newspapers and interviews 
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with Siegel’s friends, such as the actor George Raft and the mobster 
Mickey Cohen, law enforcement officials, and crime reporters. The 
book is written in a breezy, dramatic fashion and contains innumer- 
able anecdotes about Siegel and Siegel’s Hollywood associates, as 
well as a wealth of undocumented dialogue. Twenty-five years after 
it appeared in print, the book became the basis for the movie Bugsy. 
With all its flaws, Jennings’s volume still remains the best biogra- 
phy of Siegel. 

Two other notorious Jewish gangsters, Arthur “Dutch Schultz” 
Flegenheimer and Abner “Longy” Zwillman, have merited bio- 
graphical treatment. According to crime reporters and lawmen, 
Dutch Schultz was one of the flakiest and most cold-blooded gang- 
sters of the Prohibition era. Few other gangsters, including his own 
men, liked or respected him. Dutch’s story, his criminal activities 
and shooting death, at age thirty-three, by Charley “The Bug” Work- 
man, one of the underworld’s prime hit men, is detailed by Paul 
Sann in Kill the Dutchman: The Story of Dutch Schultz.” As a re- 
spected writer and editor of the New York Post, Sann enjoyed ex- 
tensive underworld and law enforcement contacts, as well as access 
to uncensored government documents.” Despite this, the Schultz 
biography contains no footnotes or list of sources. Sann does, how- 
ever, inter-weave transcripts of recorded conversations and police 
and court documents into his account. Unfortunately, Sann also pro- 
vides dialogue that “might have” taken place, or that was later re- 
lated to him by his sources. This dilutes what is, in general, a credit- 
able account of Schultz’s life and criminal activities. 

Mark Stuart’s Gangster #2: Longy Zwillman, the Man Who 
Invented Organized Crime, relates the story of the “Al Capone of 
New Jersey.” At the time he wrote the book, Stuart was an 
award-winning assistant editor of The Record, New Jersey’s largest 
evening newspaper. According to his publisher, Stuart “plumbed 
the public record, ploughed [sic] through FBI files and court docu- 
ments, and interviewed former associates and employees of 
Zwillman.” This may be true, but the book contains no data or cita- 
tions that could validate this claim. Stuart also livens up his narra- 
tive with dialogue and even the thought patterns of his protago- 
nists. In one scene, for example, Stuart has Zwillman explain to 
Meyer Lansky and Lucky Luciano the possibilities of organizing the 
illegal liquor trade during Prohibition: “‘We’re in for some big 
money,’ Longy Zwillman told Lansky and Luciano, ‘as long as we 
keep our heads. We need better organization. Something like the 
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National Association of Manufacturers. We stake out territories, re- 
duce competition so we can keep prices steady and avoid battling, 
and keep the public off our backs.’ ””! 

Since he was not there, how does Stuart know this conversation 
took place? Did Lucky Luciano or Meyer Lansky tell him? Did some- 
one, with excellent recall, witness this and fifty years later relate it to 
Stuart? The answers are, obviously, no. But the dialogue suits Stuart’s 
purposes. It enhances the account and supports his thesis that 
Zwillman was the man who “invented organized crime.” This is 
merely one example of many that fill the book and make it read 
more like a movie script than a serious work of history. 

Memoirs of underworld figures constitute another category of 
biographical works on crime. This area of Jewish crime literature 
has few books, because, in contrast to “retired” Italian Mafia lead- 
ers, Jewish mobsters are loath to give interviews or rush into print.” 
In part, this has to do with the Jewish criminals’ awareness that their 
activities bring shame to their families and the Jewish community. 
(This is reflected in the great difficulty that I encountered trying to 
get former Jewish mobsters to talk to me). 

This attitude is similarly reflected in the ways both Jewish and 
Italian mobsters respond to their families working with them in il- 
licit activities. Unlike their Italian counterparts, no Jewish mobster 
wanted his children to follow in his footsteps and go into his “busi- 
ness.” Most Jewish gangsters did all they could to keep their off- 
spring and families totally separated and uninvolved in their illegal 
enterprises. For instance, Meyer Lansky kept his family ignorant of 
what he did for a living and was proud of the fact that his younger 
son, Paul, graduated from New York City’s elite Horace Mann School 
and from West Point.” Longy Zwillman was painfully aware that 
his family and children suffered because of what he was. He disso- 
ciated his relatives from his activities, finding them jobs in legiti- 
mate businesses.” The bootlegger Waxey Gordon made certain his 
family remained ignorant of his unlawful enterprises and sent his 
children to the best private schools and universities.”* And the FBI 
acknowledged that the notorious Louis “Lepke” Buchalter was de- 
voted to his family, kept them unaware of his activities, and pro- 
vided for his stepson’s college education.” West Coast hoodlum 
Mickey Cohen spoke for that generation of Jewish mobsters when 
he maintained: “We had a code of ethics like the ones among bank- 
ers, other people in other walks of life, that one never involved his 
wife or family in his work.”” 
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Gangsters also often dictate their memoirs to a ghostwriter whom 
they trust. This is the case in the only two autobiographies of Jewish 
criminals worthy of mention. Morris “Red” Rudensky’s memoir, The 
Gonif, chronicles his rise from the slums of New York’s Lower East 
Side to become a master thief and safecracker, and his rehabilitation 
from convict to born-again Jew and security systems consultant. The 
book is mostly self-congratulatory and boasts about all the famous 
people Red knew. However, it does include particulars on 
Rudensky’s methods of operation, as well as a few vignettes of 
Detroit's all-Jewish Purple Gang.” 

Mickey Cohen’s book, In My Own Words, while something of a 
classic, must be used with caution. Although Cohen presents useful 
insights and reminiscences about his life in crime and his Jewish 
underworld associates — among them, Benjamin “Bugsy” Siegel — 
a number of his assertions must be treated with a healthy dose of 
skepticism. This is good practice with regard to all criminal mem- 
oirs, since mobsters tend to justify their actions, distort their mo- 
tives, and lie. For example, Cohen writes that he always believed 
that “Jews should behave differently and more correctly.”® Yet he 
threatened, extorted, and beat Jews when it suited his purposes.” 
Another example involves Cohen’s activities on behalf of the Irgun, 
the underground Jewish organization in Palestine led by Menachem 
Begin. According to Cohen, he “would do anything for a cause that 
was right, especially Jewish causes.” Cohen became especially en- 
thusiastic about helping the Irgun when he learned that “these guys 
actually fight like racket guys would. They didn’t ask for a quarter 
and they gave no quarter.”” Accordingly, Cohen helped stage fund- 
raising affairs that raised thousands of dollars to purchase weapons 
and had them shipped to Israel. Cohen’s account remained the gen- 
erally accepted version until the publication, in 1984, of the mem- 
oirs of Jimmy “the Weasel” Fratianno, a self-confessed Mafia killer 
turned government informer. 

Fratianno knew Cohen well. When he was not trying to kill 
Cohen, Fratianno socialized and worked with him. Cohen invited 
Fratianno to one of his fund-raisers, which was held at Slapsy Maxie’s 
restaurant in Los Angeles. Fratianno admitted being awed by the 
affair. “The place is packed. I’ve never seen so many Jewish book- 
makers in one place in my life,” he remembers. “They’re all there. 
Famous actors, producers, bigshots in the community. It’s a full 
house.” Fratianno claimed that nearly $800,000 was raised that 
evening.” Because he distrusted Cohen, Fratianno remained suspi- 
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cious of his motives. Fratianno asserted that Cohen would never let 
hundreds of thousands of dollars slip through his fingers. His doubts 
increased when he read a story in the Los Angeles Herald that re- 
ported that an unnamed ship carrying arms for the Jews in Israel 
sank in the Atlantic Ocean during a storm. These were the weapons 
supposedly purchased by Mickey Cohen. According to Fratianno, 
Cohen had a girlfriend who worked at the Herald. “This broad would 
walk on hot coals for Mickey,” he claims. Consequently, she printed 
anything Cohen gave her. “The way I see it,” says Fratianno, “Mickey 
called her and made up a story about buying guns and ammunition 
for the Jews with the million raised at the benefits and then told her 
the boat sank. A few unknown people died, some were saved, and 
she prints it on his say-so.”™ 

Other sources disparage both men’s claims. Yitzhak Ben-Ami 
headed the Irgun’s European-based illegal immigration operations. 
In 1947, the Irgun sent him to the United States and he helped orga- 
nize the fund-raising affairs Cohen and Fratianno spoke about. 
Ben-Ami claims that “between $50,000 and $60,000 was raised,” not 
the hundreds of thousands that Cohen and Fratianno refer to. “The 
Jewish underworld contributed all together about $120,000 for the 
Irgun,” says Ben-Ami.” 

Children, spouses, and relatives of gangsters write another cat- 
egory of memoir literature. Here, too, the number of books is lim- 
ited. The best of these to appear in the last twenty years are Susan 
Berman’s Easy Street and Sandy Sadowsky’s Wedded to Crime. Su- 
san Berman is a journalist whose father was the mobster Davie 
Berman. Berman’s criminal career encompassed bootlegging in Iowa, 
bank robberies in the Midwest, kidnapping in New York, heading a 
gambling syndicate in Minneapolis, and running hotels in Las Ve- 
gas for Meyer Lansky and Frank Costello. Susan used FBI files and 
interviews with her father’s family and friends to reconstruct his 
past. Her memories of what it was like to grow up as the daughter 
of a gangster constitute the most valuable segments of the book. For 
example, Susan remembers that “We had kidnap drills. ‘If anyone 
asks if you're Davie Berman’s daughter,’ my father said, ‘say no, 
run, scream, yell, use whatever you have to get away.’ “ She also 
recalls never having to carry house keys, because “someone is al- 
ways home.” The permanent lodgers were her father’s bodyguards.” 

Sandy Sadowsky was nineteen when she met forty-nine-year-old 
nightclub owner and former mobster, Bernie Barton. They married, 
and Sandy became part of what she describes as the social network 
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of “the Kosher Nostra.” For a time, Sandy’s world consisted of shop- 
ping and attending a series of parties, dinners, and weddings where 
she met the legendary Meyer Lansky; Lansky’s old driver and asso- 
ciate, Phil “the Stick” Kovolick; Lucky Luciano’s favorite hit man, 
Sam “Red” Levine; their wives and lady friends. In addition to de- 
scribing her life as the wife of a “connected” man, Sandy uncritically 
repeats — and believes — the myths about these Jewish mobsters, 
including Lansky being worth $300 million.*” The books by 
Sadowsky and Berman are useful because they portray the impact 
the gangster has on his family and close friends. Neither book con- 
tains notes, sources or an index. | 

Finally, the memoirs of leading non-Jewish hoodlums frequently 
contain information about Jewish underworld figures. The best of 
these are Peter Maas’, The Valachi Papers, Vincent Teresa’s, My Life 
in the Mafia, Martin Gosch’s and Richard Hammer’s, The Last Tes- 
tament of Lucky Luciano, and Joseph Bonnano’s, A Man of Honor.*® 
All of these books suffer from the same defects as do the memoirs of 
Jewish hoodlums. They contain no documentation or source refer- 
ences and are filled with rumor and fabrication. Even Joseph 
Bonnano complained about the distortions propagated by the Valachi 
and Teresa memoirs. “These books are bad,’ he said, because of their 
“inaccuracies, pretentions,” and “for their insincerity.” 

In spite of their biases, inaccuracies, and falsifications, Jewish 
gangster biographies and memoirs can serve a useful purpose for 
the researcher. They offer a firsthand glimpse into the social setting 
of pre-World War II American society and of the efforts of a deviant 
segment of the Jewish population to “make it.” They also provide 
some insight into how the gangster thinks about himself and his 
work. In addition, these books sometimes furnish a chronology of 
events in the underworld. They also sometimes highlight transfor- 
mations in criminal organizations. And they describe -- but rarely 
document — the working relationship among criminals, criminal 
justice officers, politicians, businessmen, and the Jewish establish- 
ment. 


GENERAL HISTORIES OF JEWISH CRIME 

Turning from studies that are specifically written as life stories of 
infamous Jewish criminals, we encounter two books that deal with 
the history of Jews and organized crime. Albert Fried’s The Rise and 
Fall of the Jewish Gangster in America was the first book-length 
history of Jewish criminality to appear. The volume charts Jewish 
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crime from the late nineteenth century to the 1970s. Although Fried 
mentions the Jewish underworld in a number of American cities — 
including Detroit, Minneapolis, Boston, Cleveland, and Philadelphia 
— he focuses primarily on New York. Out of six chapters, two re- 
view the underside of Jewish life in New York’s Lower East Side 
before World War I. Two others concentrate on the activities and 
significance of Louis “Lepke” Buchalter. Fried concludes his book 
with an excursion into “The Worlds of Meyer Lansky.” Fried’s ac- 
count relies mainly on secondary sources, many of them undocu- 
mented newspaper reports of varying dependability. Fried made 
little use of local police, FBI, or Treasury Department files, and he 
interviewed no one himself. He treats only tangentially the relation- 
ship of the Jewish criminal to the Jewish community. The book con- 
tains notes and a bibliography.” 

Robert A. Rockaway’s But — He Was Good to His Mother: The 
Lives and Crimes of Jewish Gangsters is an anecdotal survey focus- 
ing predominantly on the period between the two World Wars. 
Employing declassified FBI files and interviews with old-time Jew- 
ish mobsters and their acquaintances, Rockaway examines the less 
emphasized aspects of the gangster’s life, such as his relations with 
his family and the Jewish community, and his role as “defender of 
his people.” One of the book’s chapters depicts the “perils and pit- 
falls of the gangster life,” another chronicles the rise and fall of the 
Purple Gang, Detroit’s notorious all-Jewish Prohibition era mob. 
Although written for a general audience, the volume lists the pri- 
mary and secondary sources consulted for each chapter.” 


Loca HISTORIES OF JEWISH CRIME 

Local studies constitute a valuable grouping of books on Jewish 
crime. New York City, with the largest Jewish community in the 
United States, has received the greatest attention from scholars. 
Arthur Goren’s first-rate history, New York Jews and the Quest for 
Community: The Kehilla Experiment, 1908-1922, includes an inci- 
sive and scholarly treatment of crime in the pre-World War I Jewish 
immigrant community, especially its network of prostitution, and 
the Jewish community’s response to it. Goren made extensive use of 
the papers of the Kehilla’s Bureau of Social Morals, which was 
formed in answer to nativist accusations of Jewish criminality. The 
Bureau of Social Morals focused on the Lower East Side and sup- 
plied the police with detailed information that led to gambling raids, 
revocation of licenses, and the arraignment of individual criminals. 
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Goren’s book remains a pioneering effort in the study of urban Jew- 
ish crime.” 

Jenna Weissman Joselit’s Our Gang: Jewish Crime and the New 
York Jewish Community, 1900-1940 is the single best survey of Jew- 
ish crime in New York City. Using unpublished and published po- 
lice and court records and reports, the English-Jewish and Yiddish 
press, publications of various Jewish organizations, and the Bureau 
of Social Morals papers, Joselit traces the origins, nature, pattern, 
location, and impact of Jewish crime and the reaction of New York’s 
organized Jewish community to it. Joselit shows that Jewish crimi- 
nality was primarily a one-generation phenomenon, dying out after 
World War II. Although the book provides an excellent overview of 
New York’s Jewish underworld, its major focus is on the impact of 
Jewish crime on American Jewish perceptions of Jewish identity and 
Jewish communal responsibility.” 

While not primarily concerned with Jewish crime, Alan Block’s 
East Side-West Side: Organizing Crime in New York City, 1930-1950 
addresses Jewish criminal involvement in organized illegal activi- 
ties as part of his larger study. Using primary source documents — 
police, court, and government records, investigative commission 
reports; FBI files — and employing sophisticated sociological tech- 
niques, Block establishes the interconnections between private vio- 
lence and political, social, and economic life in New York between 
1930 and 1950. Block’s book is pathbreaking in its analysis of the 
social world and social system of organized crime.“ 

Although it was published in 1951, Burton B. Turkus and Sid 
Feder’s Murder, Inc. is included in this survey because it was reis- 
sued in 1992 and is quoted in countless works on organized crime. 
Turkus, an ex-assistant district attorney of Brooklyn, and Feder, an 
Associated Press staff writer, capitalized on the recollections of Abe 
“Kid Twist” Reles, a confessed contract killer and informer whose 
testimony sent four men to the electric chair, to write a popular, 
pseudo-sociological study of organized crime in New York. The 
authors mixed solid, court-proven evidence with speculative dra- 
matization and intersperse real testimony with invented dialogue. 
At crucial points in the story, the authors even treat the reader to the 
“thoughts” that were going through the protagonist’s mind. For 
example, the notorious Brooklyn killer Harry “Pittsburgh Phil” 
Strauss once had a contract to murder a Jacksonville, Florida, hood- 
lum. Strauss was one of the mob’s premier “traveling salesmen” of 
murder, having dispatched more than thirty men in over a dozen 
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cities, including Detroit, Philadelphia, Miami, Boston, and Chicago. 
This is how Turkus and Feder describe Strauss’s thoughts on how to 
eliminate his quarry in a movie theater: “ʻI take the ax and sink it in 
the guy’s head in the dark,’ the killer’s mind worked rapidly. ‘It’s 
the kind of a thing that will make a lot of hollar. Dames and guys 
will make a run out of here. I just run with them — and the getaway 
is a cinch. This is a natural.’”* 

Murder, Inc. went through three printings in three months, even- 
tually selling over a million copies. Its mixture of fact and fiction 
became the model for future studies on organized crime. Hank 
Messick and other crime writers built on this technique in writing 
their books. Despite its debatable conclusions about the origins and 
operation of a National Crime Syndicate, Murder, Inc. furnishes a 
vast amount of detail about corruption and collusion in New York’s 
political system, as well as pithy, irreverent sketches of Abe Reles, 
Lepke Buchalter, Gurrah Shapiro, Pittsburgh Phil, and other New 
York Jewish gangsters of the 1920s and 1930s. 

Rich Cohen’s more recent Tough Jews also concentrates on the 
Brooklyn-based killers of Murder, Inc. Cohen asserts that much of 
his research was done at the New York Archives and from inter- 
views, but the book contains no footnotes, making verification diffi- 
cult. Tough Jews is short on analyses, offers little that is new, and 
many of the anecdotes that Cohen relates have appeared previously 
in Turkus and Feder’s book and Fried’s, The Rise and Fall of the 
Jewish Gangster in America.* 

Irving Howe’s majestic World of Our Fathers and Alter F. 
Landesman’s Brownsville are two general histories of New York’s 
Jews that mention — but do not analyze — Jewish criminality in 
that city.” And Howard Abadinsky, a professor of criminal justice, 
has written a textbook, Organized Crime, which includes a section 
on “Jewish Organized Crime” in New York. This segment discusses 
the activities of Arnold Rothstein, Dutch Schultz, Lepke Buchalter, 
Meyer Lansky, and Bugsy Siegel. Abadinsky bases his account on 
the previously mentioned books by Turkus and Feder, Sann, and 
Messick. Organized Crime contains a very useful forty-four-page 
listing of secondary sources.* 

Cleveland is the only other large city whose Jewish criminals 
earned a book-length study. Investigative reporter Hank Messick 
spent a number of years researching crime and gambling in Ohio 
and Kentucky. He published his results in The Silent Syndicate, which 
exposed in great detail the early bootlegging and gambling activi- 
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ties of Morris “Moe’ Dalitz, Sam Tucker, Morris Kleinman, Lou 
Rothkopf, and their associates in Cleveland’s Jewish crime syndi- 
cate. Messick showed that this syndicate controlled most of 
Cleveland’s illicit bootlegging and gambling, as well as gambling in 
Newport, Kentucky, just across the Ohio River from Cleveland. Dalitz 
and his Jewish partners later moved to Las Vegas, where they took 
over the Desert Inn, becoming known as the Desert Inn Syndicate. 
In time, they gained control of a number of other Las Vegas Casinos, 
including the Stardust Hotel, and remained a dominant force in the 
city’s gambling industry for many years. Messick composed Silent 
Syndicate in the same manner he wrote Lansky, by mixing solid in- 
vestigative research with unsupported assertions. Once again, this 
makes it difficult to separate fact from fantasy.” 


GENERAL HISTORIES OF ORGANIZED CRIME 

At some point, all of the books in this category contain references 
to Jewish criminals. Because so many are of uneven quality, only 
two historically sound books are listed here. Humbert Nelli’s The 
Business of Crime is one of the few books on the Mafia written by a 
serious historian. This monograph is a comprehensive, objective 
history of Italian involvement in syndicate crime in America. Based 
on the records of federal and local law enforcement agencies and 
courts, newspapers and personal interviews, Nelli evaluates the 
course of crime in fourteen major American cities, including New 
York, Detroit, Chicago, Miami, and New Orleans, to World War II. 
Along the way, he refers to the prominence of Jews and Jewish gangs 
during Prohibition. 

Stephen Fox’s Blood and Power is an exhaustive look at orga- 
nized crime in America in the twentieth century. Fox utilized a wide 
variety of primary and secondary sources, including manuscript 
collections, congressional hearings, and interviews, to chart the his- 
tory of the Mafia in America. Using new evidence, Fox supplements 
Nelli’s earlier work and carries the story into the 1980s. Blood and 
Power also presents more material on the importance of Jewish gang- 
sters on the growth and development of organized crime. The book 
contains more than eighty pages of notes, which makes it useful for 
anyone wishing to pursue the subject further.” 

In addition to the above histories, a number of encyclopedias of 
American criminals and crime provide sketches of the major Prohi- 
bition-era Jewish criminals and gangs. Two of the better researched 
and more accurate of the genre, are The Encyclopedia of American 
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Crime, and The Mafia Encyclopedia, both compiled and written by 
Carl Sifakis. Bloodletters and Badmen, by Jay Robert Nash, while 
less thoroughly researched, is more vast in scope and includes a 
bibliography of pertinent books and articles published before 1980.” 
Public Enemies: America’s Criminal Past, 1919-1940, by William 
Helmer with Rick Mattix, concentrates on the eras of Prohibition 
and the Great Depression. The book lists the mobsters and outlaws 
alphabetically by geographic region, provides a “crime chronology,” 
and contains short essays on various and unusual aspects of crime 
and crime control during the period. The authors also furnish an 
annotated thirty-two-page bibliography of major books on crime, 
criminals and law enforcement for that period.” The problem with 
all these compendiums is that while vividly written, they do not 
cite the sources for their information. This makes it difficult to judge 
the accuracy of the material included in their entries. 

The study of Jews and crime in America has come a long way 
over the last twenty-five years. Unfortunately, much of what has 
been written is based on dubious source material and geared to- 
ward sensationalism. Despite a growing output of books, a great 
deal of serious scholarship still needs to be done on such themes as 
the relationship of the Jewish criminal to the legitimate Jewish com- 
munity; the working relationships between Jewish criminals and 
their non-Jewish counterparts; and the rise and decline of 
Prohibition-era Jewish gangs in urban centers such as Kansas City, 
Minneapolis, Boston, and Philadelphia. 
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